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SIGNAGE RETROFIT KIT FOR VENDING MACHINES 



This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent Application No. 
60/420,251, filed October 23, 2002, the contents of which are incorporated by reference 
5 herein. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Since the 1940's, the beverage industry has utilized vending machines as a means 
of selling cold beverages to consumers. Since that time, there has been a distinct 

10 evolution in beverage vending machine design in an effort to better communicate with 
the consumer and thus sell more beverages. Early models of beverage vending machines 
concentrated on ornamental shapes of the actual machine to appeal to consumers. From 
there, increasing emphasis was put on graphics as a way of identifying the beverage 
company whose products were within the machine. Further evolution led to the use of 

15 illuminated signage. This illuminated signage eventually comprised the majority of the 
front of the vending machine by the mid-1980's. 

At this point, beverage companies recognized the importance of depicting a 
picture of one of the products contained in the machine. The actual product in the 
machine was represented by indicia located in or immediately adjacent to the specific 

20 selection button. This indicia was generally a small, rectangular card approximately 1" x 
3". By the end of the 20 th century, the trend in design shifted to more prominent display 
of the indicia relating to the specific selection buttons. As a reference, the size of the 



product selection indicia increased 200%-500% on new equipment used by the major 
beverage companies. 

This has resulted in a dilemma over the marketing usefulness of existing beverage 
vending equipment. It is important to note that there are conservatively 2,000,000+ 
5 pieces of beverage vending equipment in the market today that are limited in the size of 
product identification indicia that can be used. This is leading to premature obsolescence 
of useful beverage vending machines due to inadequate product identification indicia size 
relative to the new equipment designs. 

Existing beverage vending equipment currently uses product identification indicia 
10 on or immediately adjacent to the actual switch that will deliver a given product 
selection. The existing product identification indicia are approximately 1" x 3". This is 
believed to create difficulty and confusion for the consumer on the choice of product, as 
the product identification indicia are difficult to read due to their size. 

1 5 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A signage retrofit fit kit for a vending machine includes a sign having a front side 
visible by a customer of the vending machine and a rear side facing the vending machine. 
The sign is attachable to a front portion of the vending machine and has at least one 
window portion through which an item located on the rear side of the sign can be viewed 

20 from the front side of the sign. The window portion is spaced apart from a product 

identification window of a selection panel of the vending machine and has a size greater 
than a size of the selection panel product identification window. The kit also includes a 
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holder constructed and arranged to be positioned on the rear side of the sign, the holder 
also being constructed and arranged to hold a remote product identifier such that the 
remote product identifier is viewable from the front side through the window portion of 
the sign, the remote product identifier also having a size greater than the size of the 
5 selection panel product identification window. 

The present invention has been specifically designed as an improvement on 
beverage vending equipment produced from 1985 to the present and provides a means of 
utilizing significantly larger (approximately 5" x 7") remote product identifiers without 
mechanical alteration to the vending machine. This is a tremendous benefit to the 
10 beverage industry in that it transforms a machine with inferior product identification 
indicia into a vending machine with product identification indicia comparable to new 
beverage vending equipment. The economic impact is significant. Consider the 
following illustration: 

Estimate of existing beverage vending machines: 2,000,000+ 
15 Estimate of machines with premature obsolescence: 100,000 (5%) 

Estimate of new machine cost: $1500 

Estimate of invention cost: $50 

Potential industry savings (100,000 x $1450): $145,000,000 
A retrofit kit for existing beverage vending machines allows the display of 
20 product contained in the machine by means of significantly larger product identification 
indicia than the existing product identification indicia. 
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An enhanced product identification system for beverage vending machines 
utilizes a remote holder of product identifiers that correspond to the existing selection 
buttons on beverage vending equipment. 

An enhanced product identification system for beverage vending machines 
5 utilizes a remote holder of product identifiers that correspond to the existing selection 
buttons on beverage vending equipment and also incorporates a holder of advertising 
indicia. 

The product identifiers can be viewed through clear windows that are registered to 
the holder in an illuminated sign on a beverage vending machine. 
10 The clear windows in the illuminated sign can have identification printed on them 

that relate to the particular selection button for the particular product depicted in that 
clear window. 

The holder can be attached to the back of the illuminated sign by bolts, clips or 
other fasteners that pass through the sign or by adhesive that bonds the holder to the sign. 
15 The remote product identifiers can be positioned so that the existing vending 

machine lighting used for the sign can illuminate the product identifiers. 

Accordingly, it is the primary object of this invention to provide a means in which 
product identification can be significantly enhanced while utilizing the existing selection 
switches. 

20 It is another object of this invention to utilize a system of relating each product 

indicia to the appropriate switch through the printing of a number either on the 
illuminated sign or on the remote product identifier that corresponds to the selection 
button for that product. 



4 



It is another object of this invention to incorporate clear viewing windows in the 
illuminated sign so that the remote product identifier may be viewed. The clear viewing 
windows are registered to the holder. 

It is another object of this invention to provide a holder of remote product 
5 identifiers that incorporates a series of tabs and/or channels that retains the larger product 
remote product identifiers. 

It is another object of this invention to provide a holder of marketing indicia in 
addition to the product identification holder. 

It is another object of this invention to utilize the existing illumination for the sign 
10 as a means of illuminating the remote product identifiers retained by the indicia holder. 

It is another object of this invention to attach the holder to the back of the 
illuminated sign by means of bolts that pass through the sign or with adhesive. Other 
embodiments could include clips that pass through the sign or similar means of semi- 
permanent attachment. 

15 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
The detailed description of the invention references the accompanying drawings 
so as to provide a visual reference. 

FIG. 1 (Prior Art) is a front elevational view of a typical beverage vending 
20 machine found in the marketplace having an illuminated sign that extends the entire 
height of said machine; 

FIG. 2 is a perspective view of one preferred embodiment of the invention 
utilizing a generally vertical application; 
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FIG. 3 (Prior Art) is a detail view of the existing product selection panel utilized 
on a typical beverage vending machine; 

FIG. 4 is a perspective view of an alternative embodiment of the invention with 
an additional feature that allows for the introduction of removable advertising indicia; 
5 FIG. 5 is a perspective view of an alternative embodiment of the invention 

utilizing a generally horizontal application; 

FIG. 6 is a front elevational view of the embodiment of FIG. 2 with graphics 
installed; 

FIG. 7 is an enlarged detail view of FIG. 6; 
10 FIG. 8 is a front elevational view of the embodiment of FIG. 4 with graphics 

installed; 

FIG. 9 is a front elevational view of an alternative embodiment of the invention; 

and 

FIG. 10 is a partial side sectional view of the embodiment of FIG. 9. 

15 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 
Referring to the drawings in more detail, FIG. 1 (Prior Art) depicts the front of a 
typical beverage vending machine. The front of a typical beverage vending machine 
includes a printed, generally full-length sign 1, usually of semi-flexible plastic typically 
20 held to the machine in a known manner by trim pieces and illuminated by lighting 
positioned in the interior of the vending machine. Product is selected by utilizing a 
vertical, selection panel 2 that is located to the right side of the front of the machine. The 
selection panel 2 includes small, rectangular product identification windows 7 (FIG. 3) 
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through which product indicia 26 of the corresponding product contained within the 
machine can be viewed. The windows 7 can incorporate a switches, or separate switches 
in the form of buttons 28 can be provided adjacent the windows 7, as is known, so that 
product is selected by pushing either the actual window 7 or the button 28 adjacent to the 
5 window 7. A consumer must currently make a selection based solely on the small, 
rectangular product indicia 26 associated with each window 7. FIG. 3 (Prior Art) is an 
enlarged view of the selection panel 2 on a typical beverage vending machine. 

FIG. 2 shows a perspective view of one of the preferred embodiments. A 
specially printed sign 1 is required that contains a generally vertical printed masking 3 

10 with see through portions such as clear windows 6. The printed masking 3 is specifically 
located on the illuminated sign 1 previously mentioned. A holder 4 that contains a 
corresponding number of openings to the masking 3 is then attached to the back of the 
sign 1 and is registered to the printed masking 3. The holder 4, shown in the form of a 
lattice, is attached by means of threaded fasteners 5 that pass through the sign 1 and the 

15 lattice-type holder 4 and are retained by nuts 16. Other types of fasteners can also be 
used, such as clips, adhesives, hook and loop fasteners, etc. The lattice-type holder 4 is 
preferably made from flexible, impact resistant material such as polycarbonate but can be 
made from other materials. It contains openings 12 with retention capabilities such as 
channels or clips. The holder 3 openings 12 are intended to retain remote product 

20 identifiers spaced apart from corresponding selection panel product identification 
windows 7. The remote product identifiers 24 can be illuminated by the existing lighting 
in the machine. These remote product identifiers 24 can be in the form of cards, product 
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packaging or in another form and can contain images, photos, text, etc. to identify a 
product contained within the vending machine. 

The remote product identifiers 24 retained by the holder 3 and depicted in the 
openings 12 specifically relate to the existing selection panel 2 product indicia 26. This 
5 can be done by way of corresponding identification in the holder openings 12 and 
selection panel buttons 7. Thus, a consumer may view the large remote product 
identifiers 24 through the windows 6 and the holder openings 12 and then make their 
selection by pressing the corresponding button 28 on the existing selection panel 2. The 
windows 6 can also be structured as cutouts in the sign 1 with a clear panel attached to 

10 the sign 1 and covering the cutouts. The remote product identifiers 24 are preferably at 
least 100% larger than the product indicia 26, more preferably between 200-500% larger 
and can be even larger as situations allow. In one embodiment, the product identifiers 24 
are approximately 5" x 7". 

FIG. 4 shows a perspective view that incorporates an additional element. In this 

15 embodiment, all characteristics previously described are retained with the addition of a 
printed masking that incorporates a large, advertising window 8. This advertising 
window 8 requires a corresponding holder 9 with large opening 14 that allows for the 
retention of advertising indicia that is illuminated using the existing machine lighting. It 
is attached to the back of the sign 1 using threaded fasteners 5 and is registered to the 

20 printed masking 8. 

FIG. 5 shows another embodiment of this invention that utilizes a horizontal, 
printed masking 10 on an illuminated sign 1. This embodiment requires a corresponding 
horizontal holder 1 1, and utilizes some or all of the above mentioned features. 
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FIG. 6 is a front elevational view of the embodiment of FIG. 2 with remote 
product identifiers 24 installed. As can be seen, nine large remote product identifiers 24 
with graphics images 21 can be displayed which correspond to the nine product selection 
buttons 28, respectively. Of course, the number of identifiers 24 can be changed as 
5 appropriate for the particular machine. FIG. 7 is an enlarged detail view of FIG. 6 and 
shows how the graphic images 21 for the selectable products are graphically associated 
with the corresponding product selection buttons 7 through use of respective product 
selection button numbers 20. 

As shown in FIG. 7, the identifier 24 on the left (and corresponding vendable 

10 product shown on the graphic image 21 thereon) is associated with product selection 
button number 1 (see also FIG. 6) and associated vending structure while the identifier 24 
on the right is associated with product selection button number 2. The product selection 
button numbers can be printed on the respective identifiers 24 or, preferably, can be 
printed on the windows 6, the holder openings 12 or on other structure associated with 

15 the retrofit kit so that individual selectable remote product identifiers 24 are not 
permanently associated with a particular product selection button 28 but can be arranged 
as desired in the holder openings 12 to be associated with whichever product selection 
buttons and corresponding machine vending structure as is desired/required. For instance, 
if it is desired to have the same vendable product associated with two product selection 

20 buttons (and corresponding vending structure) because of higher demand for that 
particular product, the same identifier 24 of that product can be used in different of the 
holder openings if the product selection numbers are not printed on the product image but 
on windows 6, holder openings 12, etc. Thus, through use of the present invention, the 



9 



existing product selection windows 7 and/or buttons 28 can be used and associated with 
the larger graphic images on the remote product identifiers 24 of the various selectable 
products to give a fresh, modern marketing appearance to an old-style vending machine. 
Alternatively, there need not be additional numbers, text or other graphics linking each 
remote product identifier indicia with a corresponding button, but can be so linked by 
merely by comparison of the larger remote product identifier 24 with the corresponding 
smaller product indicia 26. 

FIG. 8 is a front elevational view of the embodiment of FIG. 4 with graphics 
installed, including an advertising image installed to be viewed through advertising 
window 8. 

FIGS. 9 and 10 show an alternative embodiment of the holder of the present 
invention. Here the remote product identifiers 24 are retained between the sign 1 and a 
backing plate 122. The backing plate 122 is retained to the sign by a spacing member, 
shown as a u-shaped foam tape 120 adhesively coated on both sides. The foam tape 120 
and backing plate 122 are shown as providing a holder for a single product identification 
indicia. The thickness of the foam tape provides sufficient clearance between the sign 1 
and the backing plate 122 to receive the remote product identifier 24 in the pocket formed 
by the sign 1, u-shaped foam tape 120 and backing plate 122. In the embodiment shown, 
providing remote product identifiers 24 for each of the eight products contained in the 
machine would require eight such sets of foam tape 120 and backing plate 122. 
Alternatively, the foam tape and backing plate can be formed as a lattice, similar to that 
described herein or in other desired shapes. The tape 120 can alternatively be replaced by 
a more rigid component having a thickness which is sufficient to receive the product 
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identification indicia and which is fastened to the sign 1 and backing plate 120 with tape, 
adhesive and/or other fasteners. 

With the present invention as disclosed in the various embodiments above, a 
retrofit kit can be supplied for various types of older style vending machines that allows 
5 the upgrading of the appearance of the machine to a style similar to the marketing 
graphics of new vending machines merely by the replacement of the existing sign 1 with 
the present invention sign/holder assembly as described above and, optionally, the 
graphics associated with the selection panel 2 and selection panel windows 7 and buttons 
28. Since in the preferred embodiment, no modifications to the vending machine or other 

10 components are needed to retrofit the older style machine, the cost of the retrofit is but a 
fraction of the cost of the replacement of the machine. The present invention retrofit kit 
uses the machine's existing signage lighting and can be installed on the vending machine 
with the same tools required to change the sign 1 and in approximately the same amount 
of time. Thus, the preferred new style marketing graphics can be used on an older style 

15 vending machine without incurring the cost of replacing the entire vending machine. 
Since signage is routinely replaced at 3-5 year intervals, the cost of the retrofit can be 
further reduced by retrofitting machines at the time signage replacement would be 
otherwise desired or required (including signage replacement required because of damage 
or vandalism to the sign). Graphics for the holder openings 6, selection panel 2 and 

20 buttons 7 are easily replaceable, either as group units or individually, to change images 
and/or product selections. 

It is also contemplated that switching structure can be incorporated in to the 
retrofit kit such that manipulation or touching of some portion of the graphic images 21, 
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or the structure associated therewith, will trigger the vend cycle instead of, or in addition 
to, the product selection buttons 28. Such switching structure can be in the form of 
membrane switches, magnetic effect or Hall-effect switches, optical switches or any other 
known types of switches. The switching structure can be incorporated with the structure 
of the retrofit kit, for instance in the form of a circuit board added to the retrofit assembly 
with electrical connection leads coming off the assembly for connection to existing 
circuitry of the vending machine. It is also contemplated that additional lighting sources 
can be added to the retrofit kit for enhanced lighting of the graphics and images and that 
this lighting would likewise be connectable to existing machine circuitry. Other 
components can also be similarly incorporated into the retrofit kit, including sound and/or 
music generating devices. Such devices, for instance, can signify when a vend selection 
has been successfully completed. 

It is intended that aspects of the invention as described above can be used in any 
number of different combinations and permutations. 
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